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ABSTRACT / 

Hinimum competency testing programs present , 
educational decision m^akers with a new -opportunity to reconsider some 
fundamental issues In/American public education. First, what is the ^ 
ooal of our elementary and secondary educational system? In ' 
par*-icular, one must' considler the role that minimum competancy 
testing plays in the struggle for equality of educational opportunity, 
and quality educat}.onal opportunities for all students. A second 
issue raised by minimum competency testing is designating as 
^educated^ a student' who Jhas successfu^lly passed the requited' tests. 
The process of defining ^e^ucation" on the basis of test performance 
is especially cqntroversial when the testing mandate goes beyond t^e 
basic skills. Finally,, the issue that must be examined in relation to^ 
minimum' competency .testing is that of who the decision makers are 
that will answer the fiirst two questions. These individuals mupt be 
accountable to legislators and to the public. In addition, they must 
be able to eiraluate the actual educational processes involved in .the 
measurement of minimum competencies. In sum, it is important that 
brjth decision makers and educational .observers realize that *^what * 
happens with minimum competency testing will have an impaction the 
definition and goals of American public edu&ation. (Author/GC) 
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, .Minimum eomoetency testing: is being l^Xemented in a majority of 
statea 'ajid in ma^ local adwol cliatricta.-^ these Jirogriima, whether 
seil;f-implemontecr\or mandated by a state board of education, state 
cbmnf'issioner or state legislature, are of, varied character. Some 
minlMJin comoetency testing programs are used to determine initial entry 
into public .^education. Some minimum comoetency testing nrqp-ams are used 
to determine class placement, ability grouoing, or tracking) Some pro- 
grams are used to determine grade-to-grade. promotion. Finally, .sdme 
programs are used to determine high school graduation and wheth^ 
test- takers ar« to receive regular high school diplomas* or some less 
desirable credential of high school completion. 

Tht varied characte^i; of minimum ,conl>ietency testing programs is 
also exhibited by the varying nature of the test and evaluation instruments 
used in such programs;- some minimum competency testing relies, i^jon the 
use of ^traditional norm- referenced test instrumentspwhile other programs 
rely uoon criterion-referenced testing . Desnite the widespread variety 
of, minimum comoetiency testing programs, all such nrograms oresent common 
questions about the nature of American public education. • 

Minimum competency testing programs present both educational 
decision -iiiakers and obse|(Vers of the American educational scene with k 
new opportunity to. recoij^idet the most fundamental issues in American 

1 " •■' \ 

Pipho, Qiris. \^State Activity: Minimum Comoetency Testing, Uodate Vlir* . 
(July 1, 1979). Denver, Colorado: Education Coimission of the States. 



public education: ''J' ' V 

••^ ' . , . • - ■ • 

What Is thd goal of our system Qi public elementary and secondary ■ 
education? • . 

I ' ' ' ' " ' \ ■ ' ' •■ " 

What is the implication of deslgnatiftg tJ\e student -products of our 
educational system ."educated"? • ' . - 

•Who are the decision-makers who answer thes'e questions? ^ 
w • ' •• ^ ■ • . ■ 

The answers tb these questions are best sought by looking firsj- for the 

.identities of the decision ^makers who have brought us "minimum competency 
' ■ s ' /, ■ ' _ * 1 

testing. - It^is theSe'^ictors who shape the nature of the remaining • \ ~ 

inquiyies. a - i - " 

- ' Minlmun Comoetency Testing :* - 

* ' Who Decides? #- V 



The individuals and organizations determining quiestions'^elated ^o 
the use of minimum comoetency testing are slightly less varied and 
jiiv^r|f than the nature of the testing progrtsms they consider. -^^ether 
to^ioitiate minimum, competency testing , how;,to imolement the program, 
definition of th<e jgpals and objectives to be tested, determination of 
the.us^ of test "results --all of these and myriad related issues- -are. 
detenillned by one or more of five categories of decisionmakers. The- 
nature )OTd scope of minimum competency testing has been determined by 
State legisJLators , sta'te^ departments or coimiissioners of education, 
state., boards of education, local boards of edii^ation, or local school \ 
administrators. One or the other of these actors has played the major 
role in decision-making relative .to the use of minimum competency testing 
in a - jurisdiction, with only occasional c^erative efforts by two or> • 
more cate^orie^ dE;dec is ion-makers. 



The thr«e cas« studies nrasentflKi to this conlaranci highlight three 
\ ■ - ■ ■ - 

disparate exiwnpl*»a '^^ !*uch deelalon-ii^akiog. Cojiiniialoner flaUoty 

\ \i • • ^ - '• , . ■■ . 

deacrlbeti Missouri 'a teat Itig laltUtlvo,- under takeaL.*t' the direction or: 

the J?tate Board of Education? Superintendent -Thompaon. dVscrlbea Wiscon- 



sin's system of asses^ent of education, a system ImpieifteiTited |lji response 
to a legislative mandate linked to ai.9tatl>te which. IncJoased state fWullng 
-for education. Sunerintendeht Caruso describe^jlhleago ' i " locally- Initiated 
testing program. . . ' , 

The -decision-makers active in making critical choii'es , about'lnihimum , 
conipotency testing impact the new testing 'ptogTams .in different way^, ways 
most often dictated by the unique coristituency^to whom' the *(^^ 
feel. that they themselves fire accountable. Tl»^j^^ must, 
for, examoleV nave felt to some extent accountable ^to t^e taxo^y^^s who 
^would^depiam of the need ' and effectivenesi^ of the ingrea^dv state 
^f inancia^^ elementary s^conkary eduq^tion. Some 

' l^citl b<J«*d^ of, :i^cat ion/init late coto^ency test's as ' high ' st^dol % 
grajjuiation requi^emei|tts irpdlt^t response to pressure, from lo'oal biisiiies^^ 
.-Readers wnd' complain that they can-no longer rely' upon ^high schoof , • 

diplomas as proQf that prospective enployees can re^i^^an^^ with 

♦ ^ ;■ t ■ - \ ^ ■ -r ■ ■ v . . , y • f. 

sufficient proficiency for on-the-job -Success. Some ed!|4C^tor dec/ision- *^ 

makers choose to imD],ement/mini^j^|gjroetency testing^in aafiticipation 

o£ increased aggregate stxadent' scores on the' stanBardijzeci measures of 

achievement" used to evaluate and comoare educational programs. These 

^educators frequently are^advocates of a '"carrot kici stick- '%ft^roa^^ to ^ ^ 

learning or, for that matter, to teaching, 4nd believe thit a testr^to-leam 



aiSw'oach will- increase sttadent proficilncy.^V 4 - ^ ' ' 



4i(*.tl«nce to wtoii tlw doclaiion inakttfs t'eiil accot-mcabU will 
aeCujnilfw th« iiHtiire, md imUml t.h«» v«ry #xiar,inci», oif the r*iiatUig 
\)rogi-«jn. [iv t'^ct,, tho voice uL- tlw «*iiUtinae ta whom tivs ikclsion-iitMkoi' • 
taelsi accoimtttbU may bo ao strong that the conatituency trt*y boconw, dd 
^ t'ttcto, tha urtofficial docUion-Jiwkcir tor much bnportiwt; tUucatlonal : 
noilcy-iwklng. This U ottrticuUrly triw whon tho docUion-inakdr la 
Ipubll cly 0loctod. In ^om clramuitartcosi, the d^mttml of tha linofPlclttl 
, decialon-jnakor*! has becomo so litrong tlmt tJwj official, orofeasloaal 
decl$ion-makor3*-'many tlina« oxporl«nced adacator8--hftYa felt compeilad 
to angaga In dracticas confrary to thair own bast Judghiant and training. 
Such sltwditlons hava causdd the me of new test Instruments b^ore they 
hay© met requisite nrofessional standards for validity and ralMbility be- 
cause of a demand for immediate Imolementation of a testing program. 
Similarly, many educators have been nressed to test and make critical 



decisions about students before sufficient proof wa^-gathered of \ 
'^instructional match," i.e., that students were b^g f^rly insti;acted 
on the knowledge ^and skills assessed by the test. ^ ' 

The oroblem of instructional match^or insjtructional validity, 
is a critical variable influenced by the locus of -decision-making about 
minimum coiroetency (testing. If the prpne movers of a tes.ting program 
operate at. the state level, eit^Ji^r in a legislature, a state board or 
a state department^ thh testing program will have'' a significantly different 
educational effect than would a locally- initiated program. Because a 
majidated minimum competency test will, at least eventually, have a 



p«w<»ra»l InnUdrwB on tl\a currleulvun df tiiriicia =itii4ttiu:« wfio will im 
I'rtquimt ca tiik*> chd t«J!4t, 4 4tar«-»im tea ting nvograin r«nj9Vif tran 
locfl *cluMl 4l-»tf tcts-tlw last dml iiwsf ilgnlflqiinc vas)tt|«i ot' Ux;4l, 
control, the 4«tamLn4tLon of what wtll tnught to a comnunlty'a 
school children, 

fllniimOT Ctiitptttancy Tosfingi 
Who ia ''Hducatad"? 

li 

Rogardl0S!i of where the declslon-mttking' about minimum comt^etency 

testing takes place and the identity of the official or unofficial 

declsion-inakars , the goals and objectives measured on the test nlay a 

major role In defining what we meailvwhen wo say that a student has been 

successfully "educated." Educational end-nroducts are labeled as 

being successfully educated If they pass the test, regardless of whether 

the test Is nart of a •test-for-dinloma scheme, where the achievement measured 

is successful comoletion of twelve years of study, or whether the test 

is part of a school readiness scheme, where the achievement measured is 

* 

the success of the family in early childhood education. Some programs 
define successful education in smaller increments, use a minimum competency 
test to measure the achievement needed to pass from grade-to-grade or 
from track- to- track within a grade. ^ each instance, when the skills and 

♦* - . 

I r 

knowledge to be measured on the test are defined and when the requisite 
level of achievement for success on the test is set through designation of 
item difficulty and cut -score, the test -makers establish a standard of 
education. 

The process of identifying those who have been successfully educated 
^Wins when the testing program is initially mandated. The dec is ion -makers 



"to CQn^4t t\w tlU noqUl nrniiiotlon/^ "to th© ability ro 

fiincttdn In th* ^UuU ra^il wiirUl," or "tq^ InsiiiVd urotki^acy In the ba^ic 
akiUii «pul to nromoto gooit wltU^ntthln/' ThU charga to tho ta^jt inttkarsi 
bogins tik prpcaai»i of datinlng tha aducatad liullvidiMi< Tha daflnUlon 
is fiirthdr sub$tahtUl whan tha |lbi»t-i[imkar^ a^t^blUh tha gOMls md 
objactlvasii pr skills and knowladgiii wh|.ch will ba assadsad in datarmining 
whathar tha overriding imindAta baing mat by a particular studant. 
Soma programs fiMva raliad unon axtanslva public Innut at thii staga; In 
other programs public input \ms baan minimal or nonexistent* Soma orograms 
have looked closely to the unofficial dec is ion -makers for formal Inout at 
this state; others hi^va not. In any events when test content is defined, 
a simultaneous and congruent definition is Imnllcitly written for what 
is required for a student to be Identified as Itavlng been successfully 
educated. 

This orocess of defining e4ucation causes little controversy when 

i 

only the most fundaiwntal and basic of skills in reading 1 writings and 

computation are at issue. However, once the testing mandate goes beyond 

•I 

proficiency in the basic skills, controvery abounds. Programs to assess 
•'functional literacy/' *'adult basic competency/' or ^'fundamental survival 
skills" provoke unending debate about whatoublic education is and should 
be doing. At time, the debate conGerra||P» ambiguity of those terms. 
However, once the test -makers sharpen the definitions of those terms by 



7 



/ 

inittiki* ttm e«9C ttMkirw 4««k nM«4Ui-« tMt whli^h siiajjactuvi, ^ 
trt^rlim«a on tnlvftcy, cantatni vuliui JiMlgwuts. coat I lets with mligUnw 
baiiata, or c«rtttin pqllUc^*! p«irso«aB lv«?i . 

WhlU Airt«rlc*m nubltc •nUit'tttlon long \mw\ rtsuouiiiieti a» am ot 
th« moat {wwireul tntctwUnui tor *t)cUlUtttlon.aml rtasljniUtion in thU 
n«tlon, In tt society with samm<hiit Increasing toUrnnca for liullvUl>ial 
dlfferencas educational tniinaatei which act to ijnposo reUglous, political, 
or VAlitti parsnecttves face ttlinoat certain opposition .trom'^tMeait sotne 
segments of society. Thus, current objections to rrfcUl and cultural 
bias In some tests can be expected to grow, along with comilnlnts about 
such efforts as tests pf ./•moral dovelonment" and of "good citizenshin." 

The substance of taiowledge tested Is one controversy orovoked by 
attempts to define education by tests, the level of kf{6wledge tested Is 
another. While this issue Is not as public as the one Just described, 
if made nublic, the controversy over levels of skill required would be 
only slightly less intense. What would be tko public reaction to its 
realization that many tests used to determine high school graduation 
require only the oroficiency of the average sixth or seventh grader? 
And, controversy aside, what are we conceding about our educational system 
when w« seek after twelve or thirteen years of schooling, only six or 
seven years of educational' achievement? The latter question oresents 
oarticularly discouraging pij^spects when one realizes that minimum 
competency testing will, in all orobability, drive the curriculum and 

^ • " . . " i'O 

ERIC 



I jjisii: It h; Ulan U\ aur ^c)0aU lu 4 ^^f. , wuli lictU «iU# lu 

i iitiiltif #ii(i.jy tm4t hm^Qm thm m^^i^f^,, t«>voi uf i tii ru uli^n m4 \mt^\id^ Um 
aCifttiad In mt^t sichooU. 

our stikiiiitt^ txitJt |H)lnt to thd imj^r tiuulaitMirit^i qu«iaition thtt itiovMrnit 
ro(|ulro$ Vis to ttia mlulimjul^i conpofiiincy t«i:iting inovtitMint 

r«K|ulr« m to v^^t^nm^ t\m gottH or oor jsyiitem n(; nuhllc «jl«ifi©nt<iry mut 

In particular, one Is IrKllned to consi<Jior vt\mt role minimum 
camp«t0ncy testing olays in the sitruggle tor aci uallty of edudgtlonal 
onportunlties tor minority ^tudentJi and the struggle for ( ^unlity 
educational oonortunitleH tor ail ^jtudents. Will the minimum competency 
rhovement fo?iter or Inhibit the »ur5uit of either goal? I?i either concern 
either a oresent or contemniated goal of our educational ^^yntm and, if 
30, will minimum competency 'testing serve to further or to. frustrate that 
goal? i 

To date, the only impact mi^^^nun comnetdncy testing has had on 
equality of educational opnortunity- has been the confirmation, by the 
test results, that we have not yet achieved equality of educational 
ot)portunity for students of all races and cultures. In fact, the tests 



i f 



aamrtm umi *m htm fir ta lui m tape arrui K* . ' Na Hiiin«i-i« ^awiiiitiM-tey^ 

tilt thin othur virUblta, UjcUiaini sacttM^uMuklc »t«tu«.* 

Bfforti to •jcplilii tow mliiarity t«it ptrtorwimc* an frouiuta 
th*t caic r«fuUs »!• tmliii u»««l ot lmiirtly to td«ntlt*y .«tuiknca In mmi 
i»f rwnwiiliil or cdiifi«ni«tary •♦Uicut Imwl oin>«jrti«vltUt muit Im cmr^tuiiy 

f 

«crutlnii«d. Wh«n th« ui« of « minlmun comp«t«iu;y t«»t hai tNi mttmt of, 
a«gT«gatlng or r«»«gr«g«tlng stinJUmti on th« basis oif r»c«, ir* m ablt 
to aufflcltntly Jn«tiey, for toth •aucationjil and tocUl r«asoh», th» 
practiea? Further . Is iuch Isolation of th« rac«s Jviatlflabl. whan ^ 
hAV« no prootf that any Incraasa In tast icoresi which mlghtf r«»ult U not 

tha rasuU of taachlng tait taking skills rathar than lni;1ilas«a"oraOclancy 

A- 

in tha fundamantal skills baing measured on tha tast? 

The quality of aducatlonal opoortunltlas affordad our studants is 
another factor orasentad in relating the goals of education to the 
issues presented by miniirun competency testing. Implicit in cornoetencv 



■In soring, 1979, the first graduating class'^ubjected to a state 

test-fof-dlnloma requirement under Florida's Educational AccoimtabUltv 
Act provided granhic evidence of the racial effects of minijmim comnettncv 
testing: black students had a ten times greater chance of failing the t«3t 
than whites, 

n'Hkre, William, "Race, Socioeconomic Status, and Cornoetencv Testing," 
NSSLP Report, January, 1980. Washington, D.C.: National Social Science 
and the Law Project, 



^testing's de£initions,^o£ what will b© taught and at which levels of pro- 
fifciency,^ is the ests^blinhment of the goals toward which our teachers 
and' students will be .wdrking and the quality of education which students , 
will be afforded. Few of us realire, when' we become involved in issues 
relating to -miniinum conpetency tes/ting, that we are ipaKing determiiiations 
v^ich directly effect what education will be and how far education will 
take our stunts. ' 

The "qioality^ of educational opportunities we -afford oin: students 
is also effected by the pressures to which we respond when we Implement 

testing programs. For example, to respond tq the demand to make the 

' ■■ ' 

high school diploma a certificate for certain -employers will significantly 
influence not only the meaning of the diploma but also the instructional 
offering in most schools. 

Finally, sane of us, myself included, have at vSirious timesoosit^ii 
an/individualized annroach to minimum comnetency testing as a proposed 
solution or alternative to the present minimum comoetency testing 



contmdriin. The formul§tfon of an indiyidualized educational Drogram 
for "every student, based upon that student's needs, abilities, and goals 
with the use of an individually-tailored assessment of conroetency to 
determine vdiether the student has met his or her individual educational 
goals, is alluring and should receive further consideration. However, 
individualized education of this type presents only a facile solution to 
the problems presented by the minimum competency testing movement. " > . 
The forces behind minimum competency testing seek a mechanism for 



fostering individual educational achievement, but they also seek such 

goals as re-establishing the "credibility"* of "the high school diuloma.. 

An employer who seeks assurance that a high school diploma signifies a 

specified level of achievaHeait can* hardly be expected to be satisfied • 

with -what are, in effect, individualized diplomas . Legislators, seeking 

a specified "rate of return" on the investment of educational tax dollars, 

jrauld also probably have difficulty accepting the individualized arroroach. 

Minimum Competency Testing: 
> Where Will It Take Us? 

More questions than answers about thie imoact of minimum, competenqr / 
.test hfve been presented here. Such is as it should .be, at least at 
this poiiit in the history of the movement. We cannot yet fully assess ^ 
this latest educational innovation but wa can, and must, in our roles 
as educational decision-ira^ers or simply educational observers, remember 
that what hatjuens with minimum comoetency testing will impact the de- 
finition and goals of education in pur nation. 
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